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“You don’t need to put up with it anymore. I don’t know why you put up with it. For the money? The lousy hundred bucks he puts in for the month’s rent? Well, you can forget about it now. I have a job.”

Silvia’s mother didn’t say a word. She sat with her hands folded on her lap, her eyes closed, rocking back and forth, as if the movement could shake something loose, shift some pain.

Finally, she said, “What job?”

Silvia knew that other people’s mothers, some other kind of mother, even one of her aunts, might be upset when the answer their eighteen-year-old daughter gave to the question “What job?” was “Cocktail waitress.”

But she knew her mother wouldn’t have a clear idea of what a cocktail waitress was. And she also knew that, for a long time, her mother had understood that she had no chance against Silvia when she’d made up her mind.

Another kind of mother, someone else’s, might have said, “What about your education? What about college?” But there had never been a possibility of that. Silvia hadn’t done well in school. The teachers hadn’t liked her. “The teachers have it in for me,” she told her mother each time she brought home a bad report card. They were annoyed that she missed so much school, that the excuses were so flimsy, that her mother didn’t seem concerned.

And they’d like her even less if they knew why she missed so much school. It was because of the salsa parties.

The teachers were all Anglo, and even the nice ones wouldn’t understand. Because they thought school was the most important thing. Well, they had to. They were teachers. But her parents didn’t think it was important. No one she knew thought it was the slightest bit important for a girl, not for a pretty girl, and everyone had always told her she was pretty. She figured that her parents thought school was something you had to get through, like brushing your teeth. But sometimes, if they got home late, her parents didn’t even make her brush her teeth.

Nothing ever started till after ten, and the good stuff really got going at the parties after midnight. Her parents told Silvia that at home in Colombia everyone took their children out dancing with them, and the children just curled up under the tables and went to sleep. No problem. No big deal.

Sometimes there were other children at the parties, and she would run around with them in the corridors outside the room where the dancing was going on, but mostly she didn’t. She didn’t like the way they pushed or said dirty things into her ear.

The best part was before everything started. Silvia’s mother would go into the ladies’ room looking like anybody else, like anybody else’s mother, wearing what anybody else’s mother might wear—jeans or a skirt, one of those sweaters she would always buy on sale. Then she would come out of the toilet booth where other people’s mothers were just peeing or changing tampons, but, unlike them, behind the closed doors, she had become magical.

Her mother had two dance dresses: one peacock blue, one lemon yellow. They had ruffles around the neck and hem. The hem of the blue one was cut on the bias to reveal as much leg as possible when her mother turned. The lemon-colored one had a slit all the way up one side, and her mother’s legs sparkled with the panty hose she had just put on.

The woman who came out of the booth in the ladies’ room didn’t seem like her mother. She didn’t seem like anybody’s mother. She put green shadow on her eyes and, on top of that, gold with sparkles. She used dark red lipstick and outlined her lips with a pencil so dark red it was almost black. When she came up to Silvia for a kiss, she knew her mother was trying to say she loved her, that she was still her mother, and she only half believed that, and she didn’t want to kiss her mother, didn’t want to smear her makeup, and she felt proud and, at the same time, worried, as if there was something whose name she didn’t know that she wanted to protect her mother from. Her mother would hold her hand as they walked out of the bathroom and then drop it suddenly as if she was angry or needed to get something straight, and walked straight, straight toward her father.

Her father did not look magical; he looked important. He wore white or light-colored suits and dark-blue shirts, or sometimes he didn’t wear a jacket at all, just cream-colored pants and a shirt, open nearly to his waist, in a leopard pattern.

She would stand far away from the dancers or sometimes sit under the table. She understood that when they were dancing, they were not Mammi and Pappi, they were other people. They didn’t belong to her, they belonged to each other and to the people who watched them, the people who wanted to be them. Only when her mother went into the bathroom and took off her dancing clothes was she her mother again, zipping Silvia into her coat or carrying her if she’d fallen asleep.

—

She would always remember the terrible day she found her mother standing in front of the full-length mirror, crying. She was crying because of something called varicose veins. “When I was a girl in Colombia, everyone was jealous of my legs, particularly on the beach. But this is what happens from babies and when you are old.” She said that if they won the lottery, the first thing she would do would be to get the operation that took away varicose veins. Everyone Silvia knew talked about winning the lottery, but no one she knew ever had. On the subway, Silvia studied the ads for doctors who would take away varicose veins and also something called spider veins. She didn’t like to think about spiders biting up and down someone’s legs. She hoped her mother didn’t have them.

All day, her mother worked cleaning offices in big buildings in Manhattan and her father pushed racks of clothes down Seventh Avenue. He was tired from the dancing, and he made the point that his job was harder than his wife’s, so he needed to sleep in the morning. Silvia rarely talked to her father; their dinners were always rushed, and they were always rushed getting to the dancing. More and more, he was away from home, which was all right, because more and more, when he was home, he was angry, particularly on Saturdays, when he had an extra job cleaning the floors in the butcher’s shop. She and her mother were happy when the door closed and they knew they’d have Saturday morning to themselves. They could eat cereal while they watched television, or her mother would let her try on her fancy clothes, the ones she wore for dancing.

Everything went really wrong when her father’s friend Ramón came up with the idea about the parties. Silvia never knew how they were organized, how people who wanted salsa parties got
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